Thermoregulatory competence and behavioral expression in the young of altricial species--revisited.
The behavioral and physiological thermoregulatory capabilities of newborn and infant mammals have been studied for over half a century. Psychobiologists have noted that the infants of altricial species (e.g., rats) have physical and physiological limitations such that heat loss overwhelms heat production, thus forcing a reliance on behavioral thermoregulation for the maintenance of body temperature. Recent evidence, however, suggests that a modification of this view is justified. Specifically, throughout a range of moderately cold air temperatures, nonshivering thermogenesis by brown adipose tissue contributes significantly to the infant rat's behavioral and physiological adaptations to cold challenge. Given the prominent use of altricial species for the study of infant behavior, increased understanding of the infant's physiological responses to cold and the effect of thermal factors on behavior is warranted.